
—or the remedial agents alone, despite of the faith ?—or, finally, the
faith in spite of the remedies ?
You have among your readers many observing, discerning men. It

may aid the great cause of human good to have some one among the
number give us the result of his reflections on this great subject—a sub-
ject somewhat more pregnant of human weal or woe than the cure by
nutrition or any of the systems of the day which so much occupy and
engross the brains of system mongers and their adherents.

CRETINISM AND IDIOTISM.

[Dr. John T. Banks, of Kent, Eng., communicates to the London Lan-
cet the following particulars respecting an institution which has often
been alluded to in this Journal, but the continued success of which phy-
sicians in all parts of the world will not tire of being informed of.]
On a recent tour through Switzerland 1 was induced to visit the

Hospice of the Abendberg. Many motives prompted me to do so, es-

pecially the desire to see a little patient (the child of a lady residing in
England) now staying there, and also to judge for myself of the ad-
vantages and benefits arising from this institution.
Most of the readers of the Lancet are perhaps aware that the hos-

pital on the Abendberg was opened in 1840 by a benevolent physician,
Dr. Guggenbiihl, for the reception of patients afflicted with cretinism—
a numerous class of human beings hitherto too much neglected, and suf-
fered to live and die like the lower animals. In Switzerland alone
there are, I believe, 20,000 persons afflicted, to a greater or less extent,
with this fearful malady—a malady presenting the greatest mental im-
becility, combined frequently with the greatest bodily degeneracy—a me-

lancholy spectacle, the description of which is painful, the sight dreadful.
The fact that goitre and that cretinism in men and also in animals,

occur in the lower confined grounds, and in narrow, damp valleys, where
the circulation ofair is interrupted, and that at 3000 feet above the sea these
diseases in Switzerland are seldom found, led Dr. Guggenbiihl to build
his hospital on the Abendberg 3500 feet above the sea level. A more

favorable and beautiful spot could scarcely be selected amidst the chain
of the Bernese Alps. It is well exposed to the sun, on the southern
slope of the mountain, and to the dry, pure, bracing air, but sheltered
from severe cold winds. The views from it are exceedingly grand.
Dr. Guggenbiihl appeared to take great pleasure in showing us over

his establishment, and in explaining his system. He presented to our
examination many of the pitiable objects whom his unwearied exertions
are striving to raise from helpless idiotism to mental intelligence.
As Dr. Guggenbiihl considers cretinism as the consequence of an

enfeebled physical condition—in other words, the effect of an abnormal
or diseased state of the bodily organs—his treatment consists in improv-
ing the general strength, thereby developing and strengthening the different
organs of the system, and thus bringing all the functions of the body
into a healthier state, amongst the rest that of the brain, and so to rouse
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the mental C3culties into more vigorous action to admit of moral training 
and judicious instruction. 

In addition to the natural advantages of an elevated situation, where 
the moiintain air, peculiarly beneficial from its stroog electric properties, 
can be freely breathed (remote horn the noxious influences of the lower 
grounds and valleys), physical, medical and moral treatment are assidu- . . 
ously observed. 

Gymnastic exercises in the open air, the cultivation of little gardens, 
and the occasional use of baths, electricity and frictions, are carefully at- 
tended to. 

T h e  medical treatment of course varies according to the indications of 
t l ~ e  disease. In some the skin is much affected ; in others the glandular 
system; in others the nervous. Many are ~.icltety, aud I saw two or 
three children wit11 their bones so soft that their limbs could be easily 
bent. Many are atrophied, and numbers Iiydrocephalic. 

From the conversation I had with Dr. Guggenbul~l, I entertain no 
doubt that tht: retiredies best calculated to correct disordered, and to pro- 
mote healthy actions of the system are well selected, and judiciously pre- 
scribed. 

Great attention is paid to regulate the propensities, to improve the 
manners and habits, and to awaken the affections of these unfortunate 
beings, and, from the reports, we have reason to believe with much suc- 
cess; and that not only in numerous instances has the infrm and torpid 
frame been strengthened, but intelligence kindled in the once dormant 
mind of the degraded cretin. In this generous effort "to restore to its 
higher condition the ruined tenement of the idiot's frame,"-enabling 
him to join in the amenities of social life,-the persevering and self-deny- 
ing founder of the Hospice 011 the Abendberg devotes hls life and pro- 
perty. 
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Neru York Asylum for Idiots.-With all the vast concerns with which 
the Empire State is connceted, she invariably keeps in advance of all other 
states in the confederacy in providing for the unfortunate. The immense 
lunatic hospital, and other institutions scattered through the inland cities, 
independent of those most amply endowed and otherwise provided for in 
the city of New York, are evidences of what the State has done in t,his 
respect. In saying, however, that these great doings show Rn advanced 
civilization, it is by no means to be understood that neighboring states and 
communities have been wholly idle. Their fewer benevolent organizations 
for the poor, the halt and blind, is partly owing to a want of means ; and 
besides, in a snlaller population, such are not required. Idiots have been 
worse treated, by past generations, than almost any other class of unfortu- 
nate human beings. It being supposed that their circumstances could not 
be ameliorated, because they hod defective brains, nothing was attempted 

 The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal as published by 
The New England Journal of Medicine. Downloaded from nejm.org at SAN DIEGO (UCSD) on June 22, 2016. 

 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. From the NEJM Archive. Copyright © 2010 Massachusetts Medical Society.




